family and friends.3 The modern distinction between "private" letters and "public" administration is based on this differentiation of two "spheres" of social relations. Here, I will argue that the public-private dichotomy, in this specific meaning of an opposition between "personal" and "impersonal,"4 did not have a place in early medieval China, and so could not define the way written genres-especially letters and administrative texts-were codified and organized. After showing in the first section the evidence that letters and administrative documents were conceived of as contiguous genres, I will contend that, rather than being differentiated on the basis of the public-private dichotomy, these genres bear different names because of the ritual distinctions necessary to mark the personal and hierarchical relations between the senders and addressees. These ritual distinctions of genres are related to the general demand of verbal ritualization and, more generally, to the personal nature of authority, which makes impossible any distinction between "private" and "public" social spheres and, as a consequence, between "private" and "public" types of writing. I do not intend to deny the existence of personal experience in early medieval China. On the contrary, since I suggest the public-private dichotomy is heuristically limited as a framework of historical analysis, my intention is to give the self-representations of personal experience a more fundamental role in the study of early medieval institutions.5
One of our main sources in the study of the epistolary and administrative genres, Liu Xie's 劉勰 (465-522 ?) The Literate Mind and the Carving of Dragons (Wenxin diaolong 文心雕龍),6 provides valuable information that
